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Abstract 

India has one of the largest higher 

education systems in the world. The initiatives of 

the government along with the growth of 

technology have increased the possibility of 

imparting knowledge to each and every corner of 

the country. However, the mass is still unable to 

attain the benefits of the regular education system. 

The most urgent reform needed in education is to 

transform it and relate it to the life, needs and 

aspirations of the people and thereby make it the 

powerful instrument of social, economic and 

cultural transformation necessary for the 

realization of the country’s goals. This has opened 

the doors to the alternative system- distance 

education.  This paper attempts to introduce the 

problems and prospective in Distance Education 

System in India. It also emphasizes on the 

instructional design, technology and support which 

are of paramount importance for the success of any 

distance education program. The various problems 

faced by the system are also discussed.  

Keywords: distance education, need and 

challenges. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The Distance education system is useful 

when the learners are separated at a distance from 

their teachers. It involves the provision of systems 

(electronic or otherwise) to establish and maintain 

communication between teachers and learners, and  

employs a form of pedagogic interchange to 

promote learning, assessment and support. 

Holmberg has defined Distance Education as “a  

 

concept that covers the learning-teaching activities 

in the cognitive and/or psycho-motor and affective 

domains of an individual learner and a supporting 

organization. It is characterized by non-contiguous 

communication and can be carried out anywhere 

and at any time, which makes it attractive to adults 

with professional and social commitments”
1
. Thus, 

more than essential, the learning process has 

become part and parcel of the intellectual 

development of every human. Also, the time and 

the place constraints have made the distance 

education as a boon to meet the demand and supply 

of the knowledge acquaintance. 

The old concept of distance education was 

exclusively associated with print materials, 

whereas the new concept of distance education 

includes supplementary material being used 

through non-print media such as radio, television, 

computers, laptops, recorded lectures in Compact 

Disks (CDs) and Digital Video Disks (DVDs) and 

Self Learning Materials (SLM) through projectors, 

video conferencing and interactive sessions 

between students and faculty via internet
2
. 

Different learning methods in distance education 

include Synchronous and Asynchronous distance 

learning that have a positive impact on the growth 

of the distance learning courses market. 

Synchronous learning helps educational institutions 

to enhance student engagement through online 

chats and teleconferencing, while Asynchronous 

distance learning offers self-paced learning 

programs and assists student interaction through 
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online bulletins, discussion boards, forums, and 

chats. It induces flexible learning where students 

have access to a number of e-books and online 

course networks. Such benefits will increase 

student enrolment towards distance learning 

programs.  

Distance education system in India 

India has one of the largest distance 

education systems in the world, second to China. 

There are six types of institutions offering Distance 

Education today: 

 National Open University 

 State Open Universities 

 Distance Education Institutions (DEIs) at- 

 Institutions of National Importance 

 Central Universities 

 State Universities 

 Deemed to be Universities 

 State Private Universities 

 DEIs at Stand-alone Institutions 

 Professional Associations 

 Government Institutions 

 Private institutions. 

In 1961, the Central Advisory Board of 

Education introduced correspondence courses/ 

distance education in India due to the limitations 

and hurdles in the formal education system in 

India. In the same year, the Government of India 

appointed a commission headed by the then UGC 

Chairman Dr.D.S.Kothari to examine and study for 

the initiative of correspondence courses. The expert 

committee observed that “the correspondence 

method admits greater flexibility than classroom 

education, particularly in the combination of 

subjects leading to a degree and this is an 

advantage that should be fully exploited in the 

interest of sound education”. The growth in the 

population, the need for the skill development, and 

the dearth in the infrastructure to cover the massive 

landscape of the country have placed the distance 

education to play a vital role in the economic.  

The objectives of distance development of 

the nation. Education as given in the guidelines 

issued by the University Grants Commission 

(UGC)in 1974, is to provide an alternative method 

of education to enable a large number of persons 

with necessary aptitude to acquire further 

knowledge and improve their professional 

competence. Thus distance education is intended to 

cater for: 

 Students who had to discontinue their formal 

education owing to pecuniary and other 

circumstances;  

 Students in geographically remote areas;  

 Students who had to discontinue education 

because of lack of aptitude and motivation but 

who may later on become motivated;  

 Students who cannot find a seat or do not wish 

to join a regular college or university 

department although they have the necessary 

qualifications to pursue higher education;  

 Individuals who look upon education as a life-

time activity and may either like to refresh 

their knowledge in an existing discipline or to 

acquire knowledge in a new area. 

Distance education – the present scenario 

The University Grants Commission has 

been vested with the regulation of distance 

education in general (non-professional) 

programmes being run by Universities and 

Colleges, with the dissolution of the Distance 

Education Council, under the aegis of Indira 

Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU). 

Currently, the UGC does not permit professional 

courses through distance education. The current 

plans envisage that the degree and diploma 

programmes (duration not less 9 months) at 

undergraduate level and postgraduate level, other 

than programmes in Engineering, Medicine, 
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Dental, Pharmacy, Architecture, Nursing, and 

Physiotherapy will be covered subject to UGC 

approval.  

It has been noted that the country has an 

abundance of human resources who wish to earn a 

livelihood as soon as they complete the basic 

education. Distance education is a boon for them. 

The report by Technavio 2016-2020
3
 indicates that 

there is a growth in the enrolment in distance 

education programmes. The highlights of the report 

are given below: 

Distance education in India 

 

Source: http://www.technavio.com/report/india-k12-

and-higher-education-distance-learning-\market-india-2016-

2020 

The mass of the Indian population always 

prefers to update their knowledge so as to get better 

opportunities. They prefer to enrol in distance 

education programmes as it does not affect their 

work and at the same time increases their 

employability for better jobs. It is noted that there 

is an increase in the enrolment in distance 

education courses in 2012-14, when compared to 

1990-1991, as seen in the above figure.  

Distance education is recognised as an 

important mode for achieving enhanced access, 

developing skills, capacity building, training, 

employability and life-long learning. It has 

contributed significantly to the development of 

education in India, with over 4 million students 

enrolled under the distance education system. The 

courses are provided by both public and private 

institutions. These provide avenues to those 

students who are not able to leave their jobs or are 

not able to attend regular classes due to any other 

reason. At present, distance education in the 

country is offered by the Indira Gandhi National 

Open University (IGNOU) and the State Open 

Universities in the higher education space and by 

National Institute of Open Schooling (NIOS) in the 

field of school education. As per an estimate, the 

distance education market in country is expected to 

grow at a Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) 

of around 34 per cent between 2013-14 and 2017-

18
4
. Based on this, the government has aim to raise 

the current gross enrolment ratio in distance 

education programmes to 30 per cent by 2020 and 

to boost the growth of the distance education in 

India. 

Need for distance education system in India 

Distance education system has become 

very popular and common in India, as it caters to a 

wide range of aspirants, who are willing to upgrade 

their educational qualifications for various reasons. 

The system provides opportunities not only to 

younger students but also the elderly persons who 

were deprived off from getting education in their 

younger days. Thus distance education is 

considered as a rare opportunity provided at 

affordable price and at convenient time space for 

those wish to enrich their knowledge within their 

reach. Following are some of the advantages of the 

distance education system to the learners and to the 

society as such
5
 - 

 Education for all - The system is opento all 

learners who opt for education. It caters tothe 

needs of every individual. It can also meet the 
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needs of population affected by violence ,war 

or displacement. It has a crucial role in the 

universalization of educational opportunities. 

 Professional development or professional up 

gradation - The main reason for the growing 

interest in Distance education in India is the 

need for continuing education in today's 

competitive world. Everyone wants to add 

value to their competence in their bid to 

advance their carrier further. Those who are 

already employed can make their professional 

competency upgraded with the help of the 

system. As a result, a large number of in-

service persons, professionals, entrepreneurs, 

job-less youth and teachers have opted for 

distance education programmes. 

 Acquisition of higher qualification - Higher 

Education is a very powerful agent of social 

change and distance education is playing a 

vital role in catering the higher education to 

the needs of diversified groups of students 

including socially disadvantaged sections. 

Problems such as distance and time, which are 

barriers to conventional higher education, will 

be smoothened through distance learning.  

 Solution of problem of Drop-out - The 

students who could not complete their 

education in formal mode due to some 

hindrance or barrier, have an easy opportunity 

to continue their education through this 

system. It offers facilities for continuing 

education for those who need to pursue their 

formal system in various stages. It both 

broadens the access to and helps the dropouts 

to get back to the main stream. 

 Girls and Women education - Due to the 

conservative attitude of parents, many girls 

and women cannot get easy access to formal 

education, especially in remote areas of the 

country. So, the distance education can satisfy 

their educational needs. It widens women‟s 

opportunities to education. These systems of 

education is suitable for those who want to 

enhance their qualifications but are not in a 

position to attend classes on a regular basis. It 

is a boon for the girls and women, especially 

housewives for pursuing higher education. 

 Generating skilled manpower for national 

development - It also contributes to the 

economic development of country by meeting 

human resources as per its needs. It can cater 

the requirement to those who are on the job. It 

helps in the quantitative expansion of tertiary 

and professional education in the country. It 

raises the employment opportunities, develops 

the necessary skills, aptitude and motivation to 

fresh job seeker as well as self-employment. 

This system has a contributing role in the 

economic development of India through 

imparting newly generated knowledge and 

training to the human resource. 

 Education for marginalized communities - 

Marginalized communities in India are 

suffering with lack of access to education for 

generations. With a delightful slogan 

“Education at your doorstep” the Distance 

Education system in India has brought 

education virtually to the doorsteps of several 

disadvantaged sections of the society. 

 Overcoming physical distance - The distance 

education can overcome problems of physical 

distance for learners in remote locations who 

are unable or unwilling to physically attend a 

campus. Though learners and teachers are 

geographically separated, teachers in urban 

settings can instruct learners in rural settings. 

 Education of physically challenged student 

– The students suffering from any physical 

disabilities can achieve the same educational 

qualification with others through distance 
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education. The precious human capital of those 

who are specially challenged would not have 

come to the limelight, without distance 

education. 

The distance education system can solve 

time or scheduling for those client groups who are 

unwilling or unable to assemble frequently. The 

system can expand the limited number of places 

available for campus-based institutions and reduce 

the stringent entrance requirements. The distance 

education system can make the best use of the few 

teachers available when there is a lack of trained 

teaching personnel relative to demand of teachers 

who are geographically concentrated. 

Challenges for distance education in India 

The growth and development of distance 

education have gone through several stages from 

pure correspondence education towards multimedia 

distance education involving online programmes of 

study through internet and computers. In case of 

research based higher studies or some other 

professional courses being run through distance 

education, provisions should be made for proper 

library, laboratory and required study related 

essential materials for the students in coordination 

with other related universities running similar 

programmes or located in the same region. The 

target population will require training in the use of 

the tools. Instructors will need focused training in 

order to make effective use of the technologies 

involved. The various challenges faced by the 

distance education system due to the development 

of sophisticated computer network tools are as 

follows: 

 Programme Evaluation and Accreditation - 

Care must be taken to ensure that distance 

education programmes are as well developed 

as their in-house counterparts. Mugridge
6
 

suggested that there should be arrangements 

for faculty evaluation of programmes 

originating at their institutions There must be 

standards for course evaluation and 

programme accreditation. Successful programs 

need to be re-evaluated before implementing 

them in a different cultural environment in this 

increasingly global village  

 Loss of content and functionality - 

Information, rather than instruction is required 

by the students. Therefore, the system should 

not be dependent on technology. This would 

be harmful to the learners, and it may lead to 

reduction in content and functionality over the 

intended result. Douglas
7
has recommended 

avoiding focusing on the technology other than 

for the instructional design and support.  

 Alienating Instructors - Faculty must be 

involved in the whole process, and the system 

should understand that reduction of costs 

involved should not be at the expense of 

faculty jobs. Distance education technologies 

are not alternatives to teaching. According to 

DeLoughry
8
 failing to address these issues can 

lead to significant faculty rejection of the 

proposals, and may include Union 

confrontation. 

 Institutional Support for Distance 

Learners–Jacobson
9
 pointed out that the 

academic institutions must remember that 

course content is just one element of the 

education they provide. If the goal of 

increasing enrolment in distance education 

system needs to be met, they will need to be 

provided with similar support to that received 

by on-campus users. This includes library 

support, academic counselling in and 

administrative assistance. 

 Insecurities about learning–Knapper
10

 noted 

that the students in distance education system 

are more likely to have insecurities about 

learning. These insecurities are found in 
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personal and school related issues, such as 

financial costs of study, disruption of family 

life, perceived irrelevance of their studies and 

lack of support from employers. These 

pressures often result in higher dropout rates 

than among traditional students. 

 Lack of Social Interaction - The students 

want to be part of a larger school community, 

than simply be members of a correspondence 

course. For many traditional students, this is 

the part of their social lives. The "distance" 

aspect of distance learning takes away much of 

the social interactions that would be present in 

traditional learning environments. Wood
11

 

noted that the geographical isolation has been 

identified as one of the major problems for 

distance students. In addition to the practical 

problems of contacting academic and 

administrative staff, obtaining study materials 

and borrowing library books, distance students 

miss the opportunity of interacting with other 

students and are often denied the perception 

that they belong to a scholarly community. 

This may lead to feelings of inadequacy and 

insecurity, and a lack of confidence in their 

own abilities. 

The distance education system can reach 

out to the mass only if the sessions are tailored to 

the needs of students in specific areas. It is also 

important to examine the goals and intentions of 

the program, and to make sure that the necessary 

clearances of copyright in an electronic 

environment is obtained as needed. 

Distance education - Anxiety of its future 

Over the years, the cost of higher 

education has been manageable due to opening of 

number of institutions in the self-financing mode, 

which supplies ranges of courses at affordable 

charges to get needed students‟ strength. Number 

of qualified literates through distance education 

have swelled beyond imagination with 

compromising quality of education, has also added 

anxiety on the future of the distance education. The 

job market prefers mostly the qualified candidates 

from regular institutions rather than from those 

qualified through distance education. The 

permission given by various state government for 

the operation of the private universities have highly 

diluted the standards of education in many cases 

and have added lakhs of literates than the 

candidates who are really employable. An estimate 

says that less than 10 per cent of the graduates who 

come from the regular institutions are fit to be 

employed and rest of them have to fight for their 

job or underemployed with what is offered to them. 

Thus, the factors discussed above impose more 

burden and dilution on the quality of the graduates 

and their competence. The future has a lot of knots 

which should be untied in order to find perfect 

balance in the teaching method. Hence, enhancing 

the evaluation pattern along with updating the 

curriculum as per the need of the industry would 

certainly bring the quality of distance education at 

par with the regular education. 

II. CONCLUSION 

Under any educational system, the core objectives 

of it should incorporate four essential components, 

namely - building values, creating awareness, 

providing knowledge and enhancing skills. While, 

knowledge and skills would impact on the future 

employment or the pursuit of a vocation, the other 

two components - awareness and values are 

universal in nature that impacts the intellectual 

growth of the literates, perennially. So, the distance 

education system should incorporate these four 

components to keep phase with the regular 

education mode. Distance education cannot be 

undermined, as it is a powerful route that reduces 

regional and social disparities, enables choice and 

freedom to the individual, supports in leading 
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towards prosperous life and ensures the productive 

contribution in the nation‟s development. However, 

the system needs to be protected from the sub-

standard, diluted, compromising and mushrooming 

institutions. The entry of the private parties in the 

distance education system needs to be scanned with 

regulatory authorities under strict parameters to 

keep up with the time and situation. Thus, it is high 

time for the country to confer education with 

„industry status‟ and invite the foreign universities 

and big business houses to open up their 

institutions that suit to our country‟s requirement in 

providing distance education. Ultimately, the need 

of the hour is to protect the distance education from 

saturation which could be achieved only by 

consistent reengineering process through 

designated regulatory authority and by constant 

evaluation of the system. 
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